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MIN  EH  E  AD  URBAN  DISTRICT 
COUNCIL. 


MEDICAL  OFFICER  OF  HEALTH'S 
ANNUAL  REPORT. 


Minehead, 

February  19th,  1904. 

The  Chairman  of  the  Minehead  Urban  District 
Council. 

Sir, 

I  have  the  honour  to  present  my  report  for  the 
past  year  on  the  health  of  this  town,  which,  it  is 
the  hope  of  most  of  its  inhabitants,  will  at  no 
distant  pei  iod  grow  into  a  populous  and  popular 
health  resort.  The  town  has  many  natural 
advantages  when  regarded  from  the  health  point 
of  view.  Built  on  the  porous  sandstone,  sheltered 
on  all  sides  but  the  E.  and  S.E.  by  fir-clad  hills 
attaining  a  height  of  from  800  to  900  feet,  it 
possesses  an  equable  climate,  neither  cold  in 
winter  nor  too  hot  in  summer.  Even  the  apparent 
disadvantage  of  the  absence  of  protection  from  the 
east  winds  is  not  very  great,  for  the  prevailing 
winds  are  from  the  S.W.,  and  such  east  winds  as 
we  get  rather  serve  to  add  an  invigorating 
character  to  the  climate.  The  average  rainfall  is 
not  great  and  is  rapidly  absorbed  by  the  porous 
soil.  By  the  kindness  of  the  Rev.  J.  U.  Todd,  I 
am  enabled  to  give  a  few  data  on  the  climate  of 
the  neighbourhood  during  1903,  gathered  from  his 
carefully-kept  records.  The  observations  were 
made  at  Alcombe,  but  for  practical  purposes  the 
records  may  be  applied  to  its  immediate  neighbour, 
Minehead.  It  is  unnecessary  to  point  out  that  the 
past  year  was  meteorologically  a  very  bad  one. 

Max.  temperature  in  shade,  July  9th,  81o  F. 

Min.  temperature  in  shade,  Jan.  14th, 23o  F. 

Max.  temperature  in  sun,  June  27th,  136o  F. 

Mean  of  daily  maxima,  59o  F. 

Mean  of  daily  minima,  44'8o  F . 

The  total  rainfall  was  43’87  inches,  rain  falling  on 
190  days.  The  average  rainfall  for  the  previous 
five  years  was  30T2  inches,  so  that  the  rainfall 
during  the  past  year  has  exceeded  this  average  by 
13'65  inches. 

Such  records  obtained  during  a  bad  year  bear 
out  the  statements  made  as  to  the  character  of  the 
climate,  which  in  most  respects  is  excellent  and 
has  marked  recuperative  powers.  But,  to  quote 
from  my  report  of  last  year,  “  that  this  popularity 
(as  a  health  resort),  once  established,  should  be 
maintained,  it  is  above  all  things  necessary  that 
the  sanitary  condition  of  Minehead  should  be 
above  suspicion.”  In  my  opinion  we  have  little 
reason  to  reproach  ourselves  with  neglect  of 
sanitary  matters,  but  the  untoward  event  of  last 
year,  namely,  the  outbreak  of  a  serious  epidemic 
of  scarlet  fever  has  caused  many  visitors  to  regard 
the  town  askance.  It  is  stated  by  them  that 
insufficient  precautions  were  taken  to  limit  the 
spread  of  the  disease  and  that  an  attempt  was 
made  to  keep  secret  as  far  as  possible  its  very 
existence  in  our  midst ;  but,  as  I  have  already  on 
many  occasions  explained  to  your  Council,  I  am 
of  opinion  that  the  very  nature  of  the  epidemic 
rendered  all  our  precautions  nugatory,  and  the 
rapidity  of  its  spread  must  have  made  the 
majority  of  the  visitors  aware  of  its  existence 
almost  as  soon  as  it  did  the  medical  officer  of 
health.  Whatever  may  be  thought  as  to  the  duty 
of  the  town  to  publish  details  about  any  out¬ 
break  of  infectious  disease  reaching  the  propor¬ 
tions  of  an  epidemic,  I  think  it  would  be  of 
doubtful  utility  both  to  visitors  and  residents  to 
insist  on  the  publication  of  isolated  cases.  Such 
publication  would  inevitably  entail  much 
financial  loss,  and  would  lead,  in  due  course,  to 
the  suppression  of  cases  of  infectious  disease,  of 
which  suppression,  even  under  the  less  stringent 
rules  prevailing,  there  is  already  a  sufficiency. 
In  any  case,  such  publication  would  have  to  be 
compulsory  on  all  the  Councils  of  the  kingdom. 
In  my  opinion,  it  is  not  by  increasing  the 
stringency  of  the  laws  relating  to  notification, 
but  by  doing  all  that  is  possible  to  rempve  the 
inconvenience  the  notification  of  infectious 
diseases  causes  the  family  and  the  community  at 
large,  that  the  prevalence  of  infectious  disease 
will  be  most  quickly  diminished.  Early  notifica¬ 
tion,  followed  by  isolation,  are  the  best  safe¬ 
guards.  . 

The  Council  has  always  recognised  the  impor¬ 
tance  to  the  town  of  an  isolation  hospital  for  such 
cases  of  infectious  disease  as  may  occur  among 
the  inhabitants,  and  has  devoted  much  time  to 
the  consideration  of  the  best  means  of  providing 
adequate  accommodation  for  the  isolation  of  such 
cases.  Unfortunately,  the  more  comprehensive 
the  scheme  for  providing  this,  the  greater  the 
delays  in  carrying  it  out.  And  here  I  may  say  a 
word  on  the  present  scheme,  namely,  that 
for  providing  a  conjoint  hospital  for  the 
Minehead  Urban  District  and  part  of  the 
western  division  of  the  Williton  Rural  District. 
This  has  always  seemed  to  me  the  most  satisfac¬ 
tory  method  of  dealing  with  the  question,  as  it  is 
also  undoubtedly  the  most  economical,  given  that 
in  each  case  the  same  class  of  building  is  to  be 
erected.  A  conjoint  hospital  would  tend  to  lessen 
the  risk  of  infectious  disease  being  carried  from 
the  rural  to  the  urban  district  and  vice  versa,  and, 
moreover,  as  it  is  rare  for  infectious  disease  to 
arise  in  more  than  one  locality  of  the  district  at 
the  same  time,  a  conjoint  hospital  would  provide  a 
greater  number  of  beds  for  the  use  of  such 
locality  than  would  be  provided  did  the  Urban 
and  the  Rural  Districts  decide  to  provide  each  its 
own  isolation  hospital.  It  is,  however,  the  fact  that 
the  provision  of  such  a  hospital  as  will  meet  the 
requirements  of  the  Local  Government  Board 
entails  a  great  expense  on  the  district,  and  there¬ 
fore  it  cannot  be  a  matter  of  much  surprise  that 
the  Council  hesitated  to  expend  much  of  the  rate¬ 
payers’  money  on  a  temporary  hospital,  which 
they  firmly  believed  would  be  superseded  by  a 
permanent  building  in  a  very  short  time.  It  is 
to  be  regretted  that  the  suggestion  made  in  my 
report  of  August  10th  that  the  accommodation  at 
Moor  Farm  should  be  increased  was  not  approved 
by  the  Council,  and  also  that  a  second  recom¬ 
mendation  to  the  same  effect  made  in  September 
was  not  immediately  acted  upon,  but  the  pro¬ 
vision  of  such  accommodation,  it  may  with 
certainty  be  concluded,  would  not  have  influenced 
the  course  of  the  epidemic  in  its  early  stages,  nor, 
would  it  have  warded  off  the  disastrous  results  to 
the  prosperity  of  the  town  which  resulted  from 
the  outbreak.  I  have  previously  stated  my 
opinion  that  the  outbreak  of  September  was  not 
due  to  case-to-case  infection,  both  the  rapidity  of 
its  spread  and  the  absence  of  any  traceable 
connection  between  the  majority  of  the  earlier 
cases  appearing  to  negative  this,  so  that  the 
provision  of  further  accommodation  for  isolation 
would  neither  have  greatly  affected  the  spread  of 
scarlet  fever,  nor  could  it  well  have  been  of  such 
a  character  as  the  sanitary  authority  could  have 
induced  the  class  affected,  namely,  the  wealthier 
class,  to  use.  I  have  noticed  that  when  visitors 


refer  to  the  provision  of  hospital  accommodation 
for  the  isolation  of  infectious  disease  they  in  the 
majority  of  cases  mean  accommodation  for  their 
poorer  brethren,  and  not  for  themselves. 

However,  the  foregoing  is  now  a  matter  of  the 
past ;  scarlet  fever,  if  not  absolutely  banished 
from  our  midst,  appears  likely  to  be  so  within  a 
very  short  time.  Our  concern  is  with  the  future, 
and  it  behoves  your  Council  at  the  earliest 
opportunity  to  take  such  steps  as  will  make  the 
risk  of  such  another  calamity  very  remote.  But 
the  inhabitants  must  not  think  that  without  their 
conscientious  assistance  the  Council’s  provisions 
will  be  of  much  avail.  All  must  co-operate  if 
they  wish  the  town  to  take  a  position  among 
those  towns  noted  for  progress  in  matters  of 
sanitation.  Above  all,  they  must  take  a  wider 
view  than  Minehead  and  its  immediate  neigh¬ 
bourhood  when  criticising  any  attempt  at  sani¬ 
tary  reform. 

Water  Supply. — This  continues  to  be  of  good 
quality  and  should  be  rendered  still  more  satis¬ 
factory  by  the  new  pipes  which  have  been  laid 
during  the  past  year. 

Sewerage,  Drainage,  and  Excrement  Dis¬ 
posal. — The  report  of  your  inspector  is,  on  the 
whole,  satisfactory,  but,  with  poor  ventila¬ 
tion  and,  in  the  lower  part  of  the  town,  poor 
gradients,  it  is  all  important  that  the  arrange¬ 
ments  for  flushing  the  sewers  should  be  satis¬ 
factory.  This,  however,  is  not  yet  the  case,  and  I 
would  respectfully  call  the  Council’s  attention  to 
this  as  a  matter  of  urgency.  It  is  no  doubt  owing 
to  the  inadequacy  of  the  flushing  that  the 
ventilation  pipes  are  still  complained  of  in  spite 
of  the  alterations  that  the  Council  has  had  carried 
out. 

The  fact  that  there  still  remain  in  some  parts  of 
the  town  water-closets  without  any  mechanical 
contrivance  for  flushing  is  to  be  regretted,  but  it 
is  satisfactory  to  know  that  steps  are  being  taken 
to  remedy  this  state  of  affairs. 

Scavenging. — Your  inspector’s  advice  on  this 
subject  should  be  followed,  and  covered  iron 
receptacles  made  compulsory.  Many  householders 
complain  that  these  receptacles  are  too  heavy  for 
their  maid-servants  to  carry,  and,  although  this 
difficulty  might  be  overcome  by  private  arrange¬ 
ment,  it  would  be  better  for  the  Council’s  employes 
to  carry  them,  if  requested  to  do  so,  a  small  sum 
being  charged  the  householder  for  this  extra 
work. 

Prevalence  of  Disease. — 42  deaths  at  all  ages  ; 
death  rate,  15'97  per  1,000.  The  causes  of  death 
were  : — Pneumonia,  5  ;  heart  disease,  5 ;  apoplexy, 
5 ;  phthisis,  5 ;  epidemic  influenza,  3 ;  Bright's 
disease,  3  ;  appendicitis,  2  ;  cancer,  2 ;  bronchitis, 
2 ;  scarlet  fever,  1 ;  septic  diseases,  3 ;  suicides, 
2  ;  premature  birth,  1 ;  accident,  1 ;  other  causes,  2. 

Zymotic  death  rate,  0'38  per  1,000. 

Births,  56 — boys,  29 ;  girls,  27 ;  birth  rate,  21'29 
per  1,000. 

The  number  of  notifications  of  infectious  disease 
has  unfortunately  been  very  large— 78  cases  in  all, 
namely  : — Erysipelas,  1  ;  enteric  fever,  2  ; 
diphtheria,  9 ;  scarlet  fever,  66.  Such  prevalence 
of  infectious  disease  has  entailed  a  very  con¬ 
siderable  amount  of  work  and  has  been  a  cause  of 
much  anxiety.  I  sincerely  trust  that  the 
measures  taken  to  disinfect  the  houses  will  have 
removed  all  risk  of  another  outbreak  this  year. 
Your  Council  has  very  properly  not  rested  content 
with  the  means  of  disinfectiou  used  in  other 
years,  but  has  provided  an  “  sequifex  ”  spray,  with 
which  rooms,  passages,  and  staircases  have  been 
sprayed  with  formalin,  while,  in  addition,  the 
rooms  occupied  by  patients  have  been  fumigated 
with  formalin  vapour.  The  destruction  of 
bedding  used  by  such  patients  as  were  not 
immediately  removed  to  the  isolation  hospital  has 
been  recommended,  and  in  the  case  of  the  poor 
has  been  carried  out  by  the  Council  at  the  public 
expense.  I  am  glad  to  be  able  to  report  that  many 
householders  have  acted  on  the  advice  given,  and 
hope  that  their  example  will  be  followed  by  all 
the  others.  It  is  necessary  that  all  cause  for 
suspicion  should  be  removed  from  the  minds  of 
residents  and  visitors. 

It  is  much  to  be  regretted  that  there  should 
again  have  occurred  two  cases  of  enteric  fever. 
At  the  end  of  January  two  members  of  the  same 
family  were  affected,  this  being  the  same  family 
as  suffered  last  year.  Both  cases  were  at  once 
removed  to  the  isolation  hospital,  and  there 
progressed  favourably.  Measures  were  taken  for 
the  disinfection  of  the  house,  but,  if  I  may  be 
permitted  to  refer  to  a  period  not  covered  by  this 
report,  there  is  now  evidence  to  connect  these 
cases  with  infection  of  the  bedding,  which  will 
have  to  be  destroyed.  In  all  these  disinfections 
the  absence  of  a  steam  disinfector  is  greatly  felt. 
Diphtheria  affected  four  families.  Only  two  of 
the  cases  were  removed  to  the  hospital ;  the  others 
were  treated  at  home.  The  reason  for  non¬ 
removal  to  the  hospital  was,  in  the  case  of  one 
family,  their  refusal  to  avail  themselves  of  the 
accommodation.  This  is  an  objection  which  it  is 
often  difficult  to  overcome  and  is  likely  to  remain  so 
while  a  charge  for  maintenance  continues  to  be 
made.  There  were  other  sufficient  reasons  for 
nursing  the  other  cases  at  home. 

The  history  of  the  epidemic  of  scarlet  fever  has 
been  set  out  in  reports  presented  to  the  Council 
at  the  time,  so  that  it  is  not  necessary  to  go  deeply 
into  the  matter  here.  The  first  case  occurred  at 
the  beginning  of  July,  five  cases  were  notified  in 
August,  while  from  September  7th  to  30th  thirty 
more  cases  were  notified.  So  many  cases 
occurring  in  September  naturally  had  a  very 
disastrous  effect  on  the  prosperity  of  the  town, 
which  was  rapidly  emptied  of  its  visitors.  It  was 
impossible  to  remove  so  many  cases  to  the  isola¬ 
tion  hospital,  nor,  as  previously  stated,  was  the 
accommodation  such  as  was  suitable  for  many  of 
the  cases  affected.  By  the  end  of  September,  a 
large  wooden  building  was  erected  on  some  ground 
adjoining  the  temporary  hospital,  in  which  we 
have  since  been  able  to  tr<-at  all  such  cases  as 
could  not  be  satisfactorily  isolated  at  home.  In 
the  course  of  the  year  43  patients  were  nursed  in 
the  isolation  hospital. 

Slaughter-houses. — I  hope  the  Council  will 
take  steps  to  prevent  the  keeping  of  pigs  at  the 
slaughter-houses  in  accordance  with  the  Local 
Government  Hoard  model  bye-laws  No.  8,  “No 
dogs  to  be  kept  in  a  slaughter-house,  and  no  other 
animal  unless  intended  for  slaughtering,  and  then 
only  in  a  lair  and  no  longer  than  necessary  to 
prepare  for  killing  by  fasting.” 

With  so  much  work  to  be  done  as  was  the  case 
in  the  past  year,  I  have  not  had  time  to  give 
attention  to  many  matters  which  require  looking 
into,  but  they  are  referred  to  in  your  inspector’s 
report.  There  will  probably  be  more  time  for 
these  investigations  in  the  present  year,  the 
report  on  which  I  hope  will  be  in  all  respects  more 
satisfactory. 

I  remain,  sir. 

Your  obedient  servant, 

Gordon  Henry, 
Medical  Officer  of  Health. 
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